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Summary 

The strength of the nation’s Armed Forces, including the reserve components, has historically 
been an area of keen interest to Congress. The increasing use of the reserves since the end of the 
Cold War has led to greater congressional interest in various issues that bear on the vitality of the 
reserve components, such as funding, equipment, and personnel policy. This report is designed to 
provide an overview of key reserve component personnel issues. 

The term “Reserve Component” refers collectively to the seven individual reserve components of 
the Armed Forces: the Army National Guard of the United States, the Army Reserve, the Navy 
Reserve, the Marine Corps Reserve, the Air National Guard of the United States, the Air Force 
Reserve, and the Coast Guard Reserve. The purpose of these seven reserve components, as 
codified in law at 10 U.S.C. 10102, is to “provide trained units and qualified persons available for 
active duty in the armed forces, in time of war or national emergency, and at such other times as 
the national security may require, to fill the needs of the armed forces whenever more units and 
persons are needed than are in the regular components.” 

During the Cold War era, the reserve components were a manpower pool that was rarely tapped. 
From 1945 to 1989, reservists were involuntarily activated by the federal government four times, 
an average of less than once per decade. Since the end of the Cold War, the nation has relied more 
heavily on the reserve components. Reservists have been involuntarily activated for contingency 
operations by the federal government six times since 1990, an average of once every four years, 
including large-scale mobilizations for the Persian Gulf War (1990-1991) and in the aftermath of 
the September 11 terrorist attacks (2001 -present). Additionally, starting in FY2014, reservists 
began to be involuntarily activated under a new authority for “pre-planned” missions in support 
of Combatant Commanders. 

This report provides insight to reserve component personnel issues through a series of questions 
and answers which address: 

• How reserve component personnel are organized (questions 2 and 4); 

• How many people are in each of the different categories of the reserve 
component (question 3); 

• How reserve component personnel have been and may be used (questions 1, 5, 6, 

7, 9, and 11); 

• How reserve component personnel are compensated (questions 8 and 10); 

• The types of legal protections that exist for reserve component personnel 
(question 12); and 

• Recent changes in reserve component pay and benefits made by Congress 
(question 13). 
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1. What Is the Reserve Component? What Is 
Its Role? 

The term “Reserve Component” (RC) refers collectively to the seven individual reserve 
components of the Armed Forces: the Army National Guard of the United States, the Army 
Reserve, the Navy Reserve, 1 the Marine Corps Reserve, the Air National Guard of the United 
States, the Air Force Reserve, and the Coast Guard Reserve. The purpose of these seven reserve 
components, as codified in law, is to “provide trained units and qualified persons available for 
active duty in the armed forces, in time of war or national emergency, and at such other times as 
the national security may require, to fill the needs of the armed forces whenever more units and 
persons are needed than are in the regular components.” 2 The Army National Guard and the Air 
National Guard also have a state role: In addition to the role of providing trained units and 
personnel to the Armed Forces of the United States, they also assist the states in responding to 
various emergencies, such as disasters and civil disorders. (For more information on the 
difference between the National Guard and other reserve components, see “5. What Is the 
Difference Between the “Reserves” and the “National Guard”?” and “11. Are There Other Ways 
in Which Members of the National Guard Can Be Activated?”) 

2. What Are the Different Categories of Reservists? 

All reservists, whether they are in the Reserves or the National Guard, 3 are assigned to one of 
three major reserve categories: the Ready Reserve, the Standby Reserve, or the Retired Reserve. 
Reservists who are assigned to the Ready Reserve are further assigned to one of its three sub- 
components: the Selected Reserve, the Individual Ready Reserve (IRR), or the Inactive National 
Guard (ING). The differences between each of these categories are explained below. 



The Ready Reserve 

The Ready Reserve is the primary manpower pool of the reserve components. Members of the 
Ready Reserve will usually be called to active duty before members of the Standby Reserve 4 or 



1 The National Defense Authorization Act for FY2006 (P.L. 109-163, Section 515) changed the name of the Naval 
Reserve to the Navy Reserve. 

2 10 U.S.C. 10102. The language was changed by P.L. 108-375, the Ronald W. Reagan National Defense Authorization 
Act for FY2005. Prior to this change, the language was as follows: “The purpose of each reserve component is to 
provide trained units and qualified persons available for active duty in the armed forces, in time of war or national 
emergency, and at such other times as the national security may require, to fill the needs of the armed forces whenever, 
during and after the period needed to procure and train additional units and qualified persons to achieve the planned 
mobilization, more units and persons are needed than are in the regular components.” The change in statutory language, 
as explained in a Flouse Armed Services Committee report, would “clarify that the purpose of the reserve components 
is to provide trained units and qualified personnel not just as the result of involuntary mobilizations but whenever more 
units and persons are needed than are in the active component. The revision recommended by this section more 
accurately reflects recent and future employments of the reserve components.” H.Rept. 108-491, p. 316. 

3 For a discussion of the distinction between the Reserves and the National Guard, see questions 5 and 11. 

4 Units and members of the Standby Reserve may be involuntarily ordered to active duty under the provisions of 10 
U.S.C. 12301(a) [see Question 9, Full Mobilization, for a description of this authority]; however, 10 U.S.C. 12306(b) 
specifies that “No unit in the Standby Reserve organized to serve as a unit or any member thereof may be ordered to 
active duty under Section 12301(a) of this title, unless the Secretary concerned, with the approval of the Secretary of 
(continued...) 
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